By Simon Packard

     Jan. 27 (Bloomberg) -- Sales of U.K. commercial property doubled in the fourth quarter of last year as funds started purchasing buildings after a two-year hiatus.

     Investors acquired 458 buildings for 9.65 billion pounds

($15.6 billion), up from 221 properties for 4.74 billion pounds a year earlier, according to estimates by Stafford, England- based researcher Property Data.

     “The final quarter saw the return of the institutions,”

said Mark Pickering, a director of Property Data, which compiles its figures from submissions from brokers. He estimates funds acquired 3.3 billion pounds of real estate in the period.

     U.K.-based property mutual funds registered net inflows of

1.27 billion pounds from June to November, according to the Investment Management Association, after a 25-month slide in real estate values attracted investment from savers. In the preceding two years, funds were forced to sell properties to meet redemption requests from their investors.

     Aviva Investors Property Trust, the U.K.’s largest real estate mutual fund, acquired a shopping center in Chester for 20 million pounds in December, its first purchase in more than two years, after dealing with redemptions.

     “Since starting to see net inflows of capital into the fund over the summer, we have been keen to step back into the market,” said Philip Nell, who oversees the trust and is head of retail real estate funds for Aviva Investors, a unit of insurer Aviva Plc.

     U.K. commercial real estate sales were the highest in two years during the quarter, bringing total investment for 2009 to

25.4 billion pounds, Property Data said. That was a 5.4 percent increase over the preceding year.

     Sales first began to pick up in the second quarter after the 44 percent drop in property values as the pound’s slide attracted overseas investors. Last year’s total investment was still 46 percent below the annual average during the past decade, Property Data figures showed.

     Offices in central London attracted the most investment, totaling 8.41 billion pounds last year.
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